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IN THE SHADOWY ROOM, the vial glowed as Melly stoppered it. Lights sparkled. The magic blinked out as she slotted the vial into her healer’s scrip.

She had used more of the magical elixir than she’s anticipated. She feared Jonice’s husband had noticed the sparkling lights. The elixir emitted no light when applied, only when she corked it.

A rough grunt came from behind her. Melly turned to face the man. In this cramped room with only the fire for light and warmth, the big guard loomed over his wife, who lay on the sole pallet, against the wall. The lamp gave an amber glow to his smashed features. He rubbed his hand over his unshaved jaw.

“She no longer in pain?”

“No pain,” Melly agreed. She despised Oswin. She’d tended his wife more than once. The woman stayed only because he followed when she left. Escaped was the word Melly would have used. This time Jonice had only broken fingers and bruises. She dreaded the occasions when Oswin truly lost his temper. Her scant magic could speed healing and stop the worst of the pain.

Yet if a body didn’t want to heal, she could do nothing. Jonice had not yet reached that point.

Melly would infuse more elixir tonight. Best to be prepared; she never knew what hurts and wounds she would encounter. The elixir wasn’t like her other tinctures and tonics, salves and balms. She had to draw secretly on her little trickle of Faerie power to give it healing magic.

Oswin swung to face her, and Melly couldn’t hide her flinch. The sheriff’s guard had brawn he never hesitated to use. His habitual expression didn’t invite friendliness, yet now he gave a gap-toothed smile. She still didn’t like his piggy eyes.

“No pain,” he gruffed. “Could use some of that m’self.” He rolled his rounded shoulders then flexed his arms. “Came out the worst when I tussled with that wrestler from Lincoln.”

She didn’t succeed at hiding her grimace. Her power only worked when she shared with any who asked. She had prayed Oswin and his ilk never asked. As a healer for women, men normally spurned her help.

Oswin’s interest in the elixir eclipsed his aversion about using his wife’s healer.

“You oughta gimme it. I got hurts.”

His hurts were scarcely on the same level as Jocine’s broken bones. In the past, she’d dodged such requests with a pretense of arrogance. Wouldn’t hurt to try that again. Melly lifted her chin and looked down her long, narrow nose. “I have liniment for sore muscles.”

“I need treatment, woman. Round out the coins you keep costin’ me.”

Her temper rose. “Remember that cost next time, Oswin, before you break your wife’s fingers. Or her arm. Or leave her face so battered that her eyes are swollen shut.”

“She ain’t no wife. Jest a woman.”

Melly opened her mouth to argue, but Oswin wasn’t worth it. When Jonice healed, Melly would repeat his words. Hopefully, they would be the crack in the wall of her devotion.

Oswin didn’t often appear when Melly attended his wife. He’d remained this time. She didn’t know the reason. That change worried her. Nottingham had been disrupted of late. Murmurs and complaints had reached Melly, who kept apart from most of the town’s gossip. The rumors complained of the robbery of rich merchants traveling on the King’s Road through Sherwood Forest.

In light of those rumors, maybe placating him was the right thing to do.

“I have very little elixir remaining. It is rare and expensive.” She reached for the scrip and closed her fingers tightly on the leather pouch.

He flexed stubby fingers. “You refusing a guard? The sheriff won’t like that. Gimmie that pouch of yours.”

“I’ll get it.” She hunted for a vial similar to the one that held the Fae-powered elixir.

He snapped forward and jerked the scrip out of her hands. He up-ended it and gave a shake.

Pouches of herbs, rolled bandages, prepared poultices, and stoppered clay pots landed on the dirt and scattered. The all-important magicked vials remained tucked in their slots. Oswin shook the scrip again. More simples dropped out, including a roll of linen. The cloth dropped and unfolded on the hard-packed dirt floor. Tiny glass vials winked out.

Oswin crouched and seized the linen roll. He tossed the scrip down.

Melly stretched out a hand then withdrew it. He would ignore anything she said. Whether she told truth or lied or gave a warning about poison, Oswin would not listen.

He stared at the vials. The liquids were vari-colored, one tinted yellow, another green. A third and more dangerous poison was colored like a cherry syrup. Oswin pulled out a yellow-tinted vial that resembled the one she had tucked away. He had watched her more closely than she had realized. 

He popped the cork, sniffed and recoiled. “Stinks. I don’t remember a stink.”

“Please don’t,” she pleaded—but she omitted that he held a strong emetic.

He touched his tongue to the vial then spat the taste. “Blech! She didn’t react when you gave her this. Tastes like poison.”

“I diluted it. I used only a few drops in watered ale.”

“Get me some ale.”

With shaking hands, she turned to the table behind her. The cup she’d used with Jocine was there. She sloshed ale into it from a bottle. When she reached for water, he snapped, “Give it to me.”

“A little water will dilute it.”

“Don’t need it. How much?”

She cleared her throat. How can I stop him? What will he do to me? “One drop.” She tugged the scrip away from him and began gathering her simples and potions, her bandages and poultices.

He measured three drops of the emetic into the ale. That amount wouldn’t kill him, but he would be in agony. When he returned the vial, she quickly stowed it. Then she backed away.

Oswin planted himself on the three-legged stool beside the hearth. “How long before it works?”

“Not long. You saw.”

“I saw her fret then go to sleep.”

“Aye, the hours of pain exhausted her.” Melly swept her shawl around her shoulders. “I should be getting on.”

“Go on then. Don’t want to stare at your pinched face.”

She slammed the rickety door, yet she hovered outside, unable to leave. Waiting.

But why wait? She knew what would happen. She knew how long he would spew and retch and heave long after his stomach emptied. One drop caused spewing for a candlemark. Three drops cleansed a system.

If she allowed him to suffer, her time in Nottingham was over. Defiance had never worked in previous towns, but placating also did not work.

Melly liked this town. For three years she’d had a good life. She’d avoided the sheriff’s men and the town officials. She’d successfully hidden the magic that created her elixirs and balms. What Oswin called a pinched face, her sharp nose and chin and her angled cheekbones and eyes, were the only obvious signs of her Faerie blood, diluted over seven generations.

He retched. And did so again. Then he spewed the contents of his stomach. When he had a moment of ease, he cursed her and her healing, then he spewed again.

Melly opened the door and stepped inside. She stayed well back. The room stank of sickness. He was on hands and knees before the hearth, spitting.

“What did you give me, witch? Jocine didn’t spew out her stomach. You tried to kill me.”

“You chose the liquid, Oswin. You should have diluted it with ale and water. That prevents vomiting.” That wasn’t quite a lie.

He cursed her again. Then he grabbed his stomach and fought the emetic before he spewed liquid that stank of bile.

“I can stop it,” she offered. “You’ll sleep a bit and wake sore, nothing more. A small price.”

He heaved though nothing emerged. “Gimme, witch. Gimme.”

“Swear an oath for your attempted theft.”

“Like Hell. You tried to kill me.”

“You chose the liquid.”

“You didn’t say a word to stop me.”

“Never cross a healer, Oswin. You must swear an oath—never say a word against me or of this business.”

“Curse you, witch.” Then he retched again. He fell forward, onto his hands, onto the sickness covering the dirt-packed floor. The emetic found liquid from somewhere and tossed it out of his throat.

She found the curative and waited until he dragged a hand over his dripping mouth. Then she offered the packet of dried herbs. “Swear, and I’ll give you these.”

“You want me dead.”

“No. I want you to leave me alone.”

“I’ll never forget, witch.”

“Good.” She waved the packet. “Swear, Oswin. A simple oath. You will never say word against me or of this business.”

He heaved. He swallowed mightily. Then he snatched the packet. “I swear. What do I do with this?”

“Say the words, Oswin, or the curative will not work.” A deliberate lie, that. He had called her a witch. Let him think she had that power.

“I swear.” Grudgingly he added, “Never a word spoken on this business.”

Good enough. “Chew the leaves. Every sprig, every stem, every green bit. You will have time enough to clear this mess before the soporific takes effect.”

He retched then tore open the packet and crammed leaves into his mouth. His red-rimmed eyes never left her. His shoulders and torso jolted with a dry heave.

“You must swallow.”

He cursed her around the herbs, but he swallowed. She sloshed ale into the cup and offered it. He snatched it away and gulped it down. On his first breath after, he growled, “You’ll pay.”

“Remember your oath.” She retreated to the door.

“Here, you! Clean this up.”

“You made it. You clean it.” Then she shut the door and hurried away.

Did I do enough to keep me safe here in Nottingham?

No. Oswin would plot a revenge.

She sighed. She had to leave. That meant buying a cart and a horse, packing up her little household, finding a leash for Rollo her hound, and taking once more to the road. Friends abandoned. Starting alone yet again.

Better to start her preparations tomorrow, on market day. That would also give her time to say farewell to Ellen and her friends.

No one stared at her swift walk through the town and the gates and along the road. She was a healer, often about on dire business.

Her hut came into view, tucked behind a grainfield. The little wooden building sheltered beneath tall oaks that dropped acorns into the thatch, where they tried to burrow in and sprout new trees every spring. Her herb garden, already harvested, dried in the fortnight’s drought. Bunches of her harvest hung from beams in her main room, waiting transfer to the still room, once a shed. Her pottager garden had stopped producing. She should pick the last of the yield.

Then her hound bayed a halloo, tired of his few hours inside. And she smiled, knowing what she would do first.

Rollo knew better than to leap upon her, but he crowded her, his whole body wagging his excitement at her return. His sleek body showed scars from his old master before she’d rescued him and won his undying loyalty. He’d drunk his bowl dry. She fetched more water, and his lapping filled the hut.

Next thing she replenished her scrip, an old habit she never broke. Rollo followed her every step, across the room and back, in and out of the still room.

When satisfied with her work, she crossed the strap over her breast and picked up a
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